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Recessive dystrophic epidermolysis bullosa is an uncommon, severely disabling, heritable disorder characterized by abnormal fragility of the skin. Open trials have suggested that phenytoin is an effective treatment, and this therapy is now widely used. To determine the efficacy of phenytoin in the treatment of recessive dystrophic epidermolysis bullosa, we performed a randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled, crossover trial in 36 patients. Each treatment was given for five to seven months, separated by a two-month period. We measured the total number of blisters and erosions on the entire body, the size of three plaques containing blisters and erosions, and the number of blisters and erosions in the three plaques at the beginning and end of each treatment period in each patient. Twenty-two patients completed both courses of therapy, seven patients completed one course, and seven patients withdrew before completing a single course. There was no significant difference in disease activity between phenytoin treatment and placebo treatment, as measured by changes in the number of blisters and erosions on the entire body (7 percent decrease vs. 6 percent increase), in the area of three designated plaques (0.4 percent decrease vs. 0.2 percent increase), or in the number of blisters and erosions in the designated plaques (12 percent decrease vs. 31 percent increase). Phenytoin is not an effective treatment for patients with recessive dystrophic epidermolysis bullosa.